Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to report the findings of research which explores how the concept qualitative management research is variably constructed and defined by those who have a direct interest in, and influence upon, important aspects of qualitative management research. Design/methodology/approach -Information was gathered through the use of semi-structured interviews conducted with 44 individuals who were drawn from four observer-identified types of "expert" informant who were taken to generally represent key groups of stakeholders in the conduct, evaluation and dissemination of qualitative management research. Interview data from these individuals were analysed though an iterative process using the NVivo software package to inductively generate definitional categories and explore aspects of their interrelationships. Findings -From data analysis it was apparent that there are eight different, but often interrelated, ways in which interviewees define qualitative management research. The philosophical dimensions of each of these variable definitions are outlined and their relationships to the methodological literature are explored. The variety identified amongst informants, indicates how there is a potential dissensus possible regarding what qualitative management research might entail, as well as regarding its provenance and its academic status. This dissensus potentially can create problems with regard to its evaluation. Originality/value -So whist there is little evidence to suggest any systematic relationship between the variable institutional backgrounds of informants and how they variably define and perceive qualitative management research, philosophical influences upon this contested terrain are explored and the implications of the identified dissensus for how qualitative management research is perceived and evaluated is discussed. The implications of this evidently contested terrain are discussed with particular reference to the future constitution of qualitative management research and its evaluation.
Introduction
Recently, there seems to have been an increasing interest in the use of qualitative research in the various disciplinary sub-fields that make-up management research. For some commentators it would seem that qualitative research has attained an often begrudging acceptance as a legitimate, yet usually subordinate, form of research in most management disciplines (Boje, 2001; Goulding, 2002; Symon et al., 2000) . In different ways, these developments have posed challenges to the experimental and survey (i.e. quantitative) methodologies that have tended to dominate mainstream management research (Gephart, 1999; Johnson and Duberley, 2000; Van Maanen, 1998) . Nevertheless, any mention of qualitative management research often seems to conjure-up an array of competing definitions and perspectives -some that are supportive of these apparent developments, others that are resolutely critical. The research reported here derives from a larger project which examined perceptions of qualitative management research regarding what it is, what its purposes are, its status and credibility, its skills deficits and modes of evaluation. The specific aspect of this research which is presented here focuses exclusively upon a key element of the project. This was to investigate how qualitative management research was conceptualized by important stakeholders who have a direct interest in the conduct, evaluation, and dissemination of qualitative management research, identify the parameters of any identified variability in those constructs, and explore the implications of any variability.
The term qualitative management research is a conceptual device that people regularly use to make sense of their worlds by signifying particular forms of management research: an abstraction that enables us to give order to our impressions by enabling the categorization of certain aspects of lived experience. However, how this abstract concept is construed, used, and ultimately defined in everyday sense making may vary. Here, we do not use the term definition to refer to a "statement of the precise nature of a thing or meaning of a word" (Oxford English Dictionary). Rather we use the term definition to refer to how people construct a particular phenomenon in terms of its perceived common features and its differences with other phenomena thereby allowing users to convey a sense of meaning during communication with others. Indeed, coming to a precise definition of a phenomenon as complex as qualitative management research can be precarious perhaps because the definitions in-use are often tacit, and emergent, rather than explicitly formulated (Van Maanen, 1998) . Nevertheless, such definitions, no matter how precarious and tacit, often play a pivotal role in how people make sense of, and how they communicate, their experiences. Moreover, identifying what generally constitutes qualitative research as a distinct social science methodology and what constitutes qualitative management research are endeavours fraught with difficulty because of the variety of forms any qualitative research might take which derive from diverse, and sometimes competing, philosophical stances (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Gubrium and Holstein, 1997; Prasad and Prasad, 2002) .
For instance, such variety is not so evident in quantitative research where, according to Schwandt (1996) , philosophical consensus prevails which enables some degree of procedural uniformity and emphasizes a primary concern with the eradication of technically problematic methodological lapses. Although qualitative researchers may appear to be united by their overt rejection of methodological monism (Ross, 1991) , due to their rejection of erklaren in favour of a commitment to verstehen (Schwandt, 1994; Prasad and Prasad, 2002) , it has also long been noted that there are varying interpretations of what qualitative research is and should be (Morgan and Smircich, 1980) . In part this dissensus is fuelled by epistemological disputes amongst qualitative researchers about whether or not it is possible to access actors' intersubjectively derived meanings and interpretations in an objective manner (Gergen, 1994; Dachler, 1997) which has important implications for how qualitative research might be undertaken and evaluated (Seale, 1999a, b) . Indeed, the apparently diverse nature of qualitative research in practice may be exacerbated by the multi-disciplinary (Brown, 1997) and inter-disciplinary (Watson, 1997) nature of management research: a situation which, according to Patton (1990, p. 143) , is likely to encourage a further proliferation of research questions and perspectives.
Hence, what is meant by the term "qualitative research" especially in the complex management domain, is neither self-evident nor clear-cut. Given that qualitative researchers themselves seem to be unable to agreed upon a shared definition of their research praxis it is only to be expected that other stakeholders in the conduct, evaluation and dissemination of management research generally are likely adopt varying definitions and perspectives. There is always the possibility that different taken-for-granted meanings and interpretations, which articulate philosophical and procedural differences, underlie the use of what might seem to be the same conceptual device by different people in different social contexts. Such a potentiality could undermine the possibility of meaningful dialogue between those who have an interest in how management research is undertaken and its outcomes. Therefore, the focus of this paper is to explore if, and how, this phenomenon is variably constructed by those who have an interest in, and influence upon, important aspects of qualitative management research. Simultaneously, possible influences upon any observed variability and the implications of that variability are explored.
In pursuing these aims the paper is structured in the following fashion: first we outline the methodology employed; second we outline the different ways in which informants defined qualitative research generally and, where articulated, the manner in which qualitative management research was presented; third we integrate throughout an exploration of the relationship between the various definitions articulated by informants and the orientations evident in the methodological literature; we conclude the paper by summarizing the findings and by discussing the implications of the diverse ways in which informants defined qualitative management research for how it is judged and evaluated.
Methodology
Given the above focus it was necessary to use what Gummesson (1991) has called purposive sampling where the aim is not to establish a representative sample but rather to identify key informants whose context-specific knowledge and expertise regarding the issues relevant to the research are significant and information-rich (Patton, 1990) . In pursuing this aim, information was gathered through semi-structured interviews with 44 individuals who were drawn from four stakeholder groups who were identified by the research team as having significant interest in, and influence upon, various aspects of the conduct, evaluation and dissemination of qualitative management research. In practice assigned group membership was sometimes over-lapping (i.e. individuals could be said to be members of several stakeholder groups, despite being identified with one particular group in mind). Hence, stakeholder group membership is best seen as a heuristic device for identifying different groups of people, with each group having, to a degree, a shared institutional relationship to qualitative management research, and therefore can be seen as exerting particular influences in specific relevant social contexts. Hence, each researcher-identified stakeholder group consisted of people whose perspectives are important as a source of influence upon different aspects of qualitative management research praxis. For instance, group A was consisted of individuals who were identified by the research team as regularly having to assess the quality of qualitative management research, and who may be considered "epistemological gatekeepers" (Symon and Cassell, 1998) in the sense of influencing access to resources for funding management research and control over the dissemination of research outputs. In choosing the journal editors, we focused on those journals which were general management journals, rather than those linked into a sub discipline such as HRM or accounting. There was considerable variety within them regarding the extent to which they published qualitative research. Meanwhile group B was composed of individuals who exert influence by both purchasing and using research services and who also might conduct research in organizations, as either internal or external consultants, as well as being important consumers of management research outputs. In contrast, group C was constituted by people who are closely involved in the training and assessment of neophyte management researchers and who play a key role in disseminating and evaluating different research practices as well as constituting a conduit for research sponsorship. Finally, group D was made up from researchers who are renowned for publishing qualitative management research and therefore may be regarded as potential role models for, and authorities upon, qualitative management research praxis. One-to-one semi-structured interviews, lasting between 1 and 2 hours, were conducted with informants to explore their perspectives regarding a range of issues to do with qualitative management research. Although the emergent structure and focus of these interviews did vary according to assigned group membership, all these interviews attempted to elicit how informants defined qualitative management research as part of their brief. Interviews were usually conducted at the individual's work place, however, the practicalities of the situation sometimes necessitated telephone interviews and in some cases interviews were conducted at an international management conference in the USA. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed for analysis.
Analysis of primary data took place throughout the project and was used to inform each stage through an iterative process initially using the NVivo software package for qualitative data analysis. Filing and indexing of primary data was undertaken as categories and their interrelationships were inductively generated (Johnson, 1998) . Here, the issue of how informants might define and construe qualitative management research had been identified prior to field work as a key general theme as it was thought that different interpretations of this phenomenon would be articulated by informants. Therefore, NVivo software was initially used to assign a code to all data from transcripts that pertained to how individuals defined qualitative management research thereby indexing the relevant segments of the text. Hierarchical coding was then applied "by hand" (King, 2004) to break down this general theme according to variations in how informants defined qualitative management research so as to elucidate similarities and differences and thereby enable the construction different categories or sub-themes. Here, largely following Strauss and Corbin (1990) , interview transcriptions were scrutinized line by line and informants' interpretations were coded to generate initial descriptive categories that shared particular distinguishing characteristics. The development of categories entailed comparing and checking informants' accounts so as to identify any patterns in how they variably construed qualitative management research thereby synthesizing the data (Morse, 1994) by constructing the uniformities and differences underlying and defining emergent categories (Spradley, 1979) . Successive categorical schemes were generated through a series of team meetings, re-readings and re-codings where the properties of, as well as the connections and differences between, emergent categories were reconfigured through elaboration, consolidation or division to further generate and develop agreed observer-identified categories (Loftland, 1970) . Whilst these iterative processes inevitably entail some "data reduction" since they involve "selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming the raw data" (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10 ) the over-riding aim was to develop a scheme of saturated categories that were exhaustive of the data available in the sense that all variance identified in the data pertaining to how informants defined qualitative management research was eventually embraced (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 106) . Unfortunately, during the interviews, five informants were either unable or unwilling to articulate an identifiable conceptualization of qualitative management research and therefore have been excluded from this analysis. Below we present the resultant findings, elicited from 39 informants, structured around the identified categorical variance, which uses illustrative examples from the transcripts of informants' accounts. Included in this account is a theoretical level of abstraction where the properties and dimensions of informants' conceptualizations, identified and generated from the analysis of interview evidence, are compared to the perspectives evident in the methodological literature in order to enhance what Glaser (1978 Glaser ( , 1992 calls theoretical sensitivity. So where appropriate, in order to facilitate theorization (Morse, 1994) , dimensions of each category are related to similar orientations available in the methodological literature so Qualitative management research as to elaborate aspects of both their formulation and explore their implications for research practice.
Findings
Here, we are concerned to identify the different ways in which informants define qualitative research generally and qualitative management research in particular.
Below we present taxonomy of eight definitional categories and their conceptual properties which were evident in interviewees' accounts whilst staying within the limits of the data elicited. Analysis of interviewees' accounts of qualitative research suggests an array of definitions of what qualitative research is, for them, in practice.
Often, but by no means always, these constructions are intimately bound up with conceptions of the purpose of qualitative research. Intriguingly, the management focus of qualitative research is usually not significant in how interviewees define this phenomenon. Instead definitions derive primarily from more general perceptions about social science praxis. For the sake of clarity quotations from interview transcripts are either presented in italics or displayed in a smaller text size throughout and identified according to the stakeholder group membership of the interviewee.
Category 1: qualitative methods as verstehen
One key definition of qualitative methods deployed by interviewees emphasizes how, in contrast to quantitative methods, the former have a direct concern with accessing actor's subjective, culturally derived, meanings in order to explain their behaviour through verstehen. In other words, qualitative methods are defined in terms of trying to develop an understanding of the meaning a set of actions has to an actor through some form of contact with how they experience their experience in everyday social contexts. So here interviewees claim that qualitative methodology involves taking an interpretivist stance and trying to understand meaning (Group D member), or understanding how meaning is actually constructed (Group A member), or accessing and understanding how meaning is constructed through social interaction (Group A member). Thus, qualitative research entails taking an interpretivist perspective where one is particularly interested in being able to . . . investigate the perspectives that subjects have and to interpret their view of the world (Group A member). Here, significant philosophical differences seem to be posited between quantitative and qualitative research in that quantitative methodologies are construed as being incapable of exploring actors' subjectivity -however, why this is so remains unexplored by most of these informants. A possible exception to this lacuna is illustrated below where one informant casts doubt upon the possibility of providing deterministic accounts of behaviour in terms of causation by measurable antecedent conditions:
. . . I think that there just has to be an acceptance . . . that qualitative methods are valid and they are probably more appropriate . . . for studying the social world and let go of this notion that we can build some general laws that we can apply and predict and control society because it doesn't work like that! We're conscious human beings and we can't always predict how people are going to behave (Group D member).
Here, the implication is that there is something distinctive about human behaviour in contrast to the behaviour of objects in the physical world and therefore how we investigate this area must entail different methods. This implies recognition of what Laing (1967, p. 53) has described as an ontological discontinuity between the subject matters of the social and natural sciences where "persons are distinguished from things in that persons experience the world whereas things behave in the world". For Laing this recognition requires a rejection of positivism's methodological monism. Monism is usually expressed via the deployment of erklaren in social science where human behaviour is conceptualized as necessary responses to empirically discernible and manipulable antecedent conditions or causes (Outhwaite, 1975) . Thus, this category resonates which the view of Shotter (1975) and others (Blumer, 1969; Geertz, 1973; Harre and Secord, 1973) where they have repeatedly argued that methodological monism entails a deterministic stance which treats people as if they were analogous to unthinking entities at the mercy of external forces. For Shotter (1975) this is a distorted image of a human being, who is a free agent capable of making choices based upon his or her intersubjective subjective interpretation of the situation. Hence, social scientists, in order to explain human action, have to begin by understanding the ways in which people actively constitute and reconstitute the meanings, disseminated through social interaction, which they use to organize their experiences -an understanding that is best achieved through the deployment of qualitative methodologies (Patton, 1990; Schwandt, 1994 Schwandt, , 1999 Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Alvesson and Deetz, 2000) .
However, amongst these interviewees the "management" focus of these qualitative endeavours could vary in two ways. For instance, according to some interviewees qualitative methods enabled access to the way in which [managers] see the world (Panel C member) whereas for others it was about giving managers some insight into the different cultures of the organization and how other people think (Panel A member).
While the overall stance remains one of verstehen, this can for some interviewees be a key stage in the inductive generation of theory:
It affords a degree of interpretation . . . qualitative allows you to probe the individual . . . the micro level . . . and if we are going to really . . . understand people, we need to go to the micro and build it into a macro picture . . . You can use qualitative methods for . . . theory generation . . . with theory testing built into the . . . process (Panel C member).
Hence, falsificationism is rejected in favour of using an array of qualitative methods to inductively develop descriptions of the patterns of meaning that actors deploy in sense making. A key aim for some of these informants was to generate grounded theory, through, for instance, the deployment of Glaser and Strauss (1967) ; (Strauss and Corbin, 1990 ) constant comparative method (Johnson, 1998; Locke, 2000; Partington, 2000) .
Category 2: qualitative methods as verstehen but with reflexivity While still emphasizing the aim of verstehen a new mutually exclusive category emerges where other interviewees also argued that a significant characteristic of qualitative research was reflexivity on the part of the researcher:
. . . the most significant characteristics of qualitative research would be to do with trying to reflect the experience and interpretation of people that are involved . . . partly the researchers themselves as well as what you might call the informants (Panel A member).
Qualitative management research
As this interviewee added:
[its] . . . much more about trying to get an acceptable representation of people's experiences and to be authentic . . . by being reflexive in your own approach to research.
Whilst the concept of internal reflexivity has been used to suggest that qualitative researchers should critically scrutinize the impact of their field roles upon research settings so as to reduce sources of contamination (Hammersley, 1989 (Hammersley, , 1990 (Hammersley, , 1992 and thereby preserve objectivity, the emphasis of the above informants is also upon critical interrogation of how the qualitative researcher interprets and make sense of his/her own experiences during field work. As another interviewee commented:
How we [researchers] understand what people do in organizations . . . and how we understand their sense-making . . . always involves our interpretation which we also need to be able to reflect upon and analyse (Panel C member).
This kind of reflexivity implies that these informants were alluding to a social constructionist stance that rejects the tacit empiricist commitments typical of those who have been classified under category 1. As Seale (1999a, b) observes, this is a debate which has become of increasing significance in qualitative research generally where whether or not it is possible to undertake qualitative research in an objective (i.e. empiricist) manner has been increasingly contested by social constructionists. For instance, according to both Van Maanen (1988) and Hammersley (1992) , within much ethnographic research there often exists a contradiction created by a combination of empiricism and interpretation. Here, empiricism emphasizes how the researcher's inductively developed descriptions of the cultures they have encountered in the field must correspond with those members' intersubjectivity. Meanwhile an interpretive stance suggests that people socially construct versions of reality. However, these intersubjective processes somehow are presumed not extend to the empiricist ethnographer. It is this empiricist stance, which implies researchers' immunity to the cultural processes being studied, which is questioned by social constructionists. Instead social constructionists demand that interpretation must equally affect both the lay and the scholarly domains and in doing so they epistemologically reposition qualitative research by denying the possibility of scientific objectivity on the part of the researcher (Knights, 1992; Charmaz, 2000) . In this repudiation of neutral observation we can identify the point of departure of different social constructionist approaches to qualitative management research, such as critical theory and postmodernism, with their competing understandings of what reflexivity and qualitative management research must entail (Johnson and Duberley, 2003) . In this category, interviewees considered that it is the nature of the research question and what is under investigation that should pragmatically dictate the how, where and when quantitative or qualitative methodologies should be used. This view implies the possibility of rapprochement between quantitative and qualitative methods since they are not seen competing but rather as complementary. This is because it is presumed that different kinds of information about different aspects of management and organization are most comprehensively and economically gathered in different ways.
Simultaneously this stance was used by interviewees to legitimate approaches that combined both quantitative and qualitative methods as they complement (Hammersley, 1996) one another and enable different aspects of a study to be dovetailed thereby advocating a pluralistic methodological orientation (Lecompte and Goetz, 1982) which pragmatically combines qualitative and quantitative work to investigate different dimensions of actors' behaviour. For instance, as one interviewee commented:
. . . I guess I'm very eclectic and by that I mean that I value and appreciate the diversity in all methodological processes. I feel that they all have their place and can . . . inform . . . our understanding of management related phenomena . . . so I think there is value in different approaches and they can inform different phenomena in the same [study] (Panel C member).
Other interviewees added to this perspective by emphasizing how quantitative and qualitative methods added to one another when combined by each ameliorating the inherent deficiencies in the other. So here the differences between quantitative and qualitative methods are perceived as entailing trade-offs around reliability, internal, ecological and external validity, etc. and their appropriateness to the research topic (McCall and Bobko, 1990) . Here, the notion of trade-off illustrates the need to use quantitative and qualitative methodologies to triangulate findings so as to "locate an object's exact position" (Jick, 1979, p. 602) and overcome the bias inherent in any single-method approach (Campbell and Fiske, 1959) . Such a definition implies that, unlike definitions 1 and 2, quantitative and qualitative methodologies do not necessarily express philosophical conflicts. Instead they are presumed to complement one another, as equal methodological partners, in a variety of ways, which can potentially add to the internal and external validity of a study by providing an internal means of corroborating research findings.
Category 4: as a specific bag of tools with a distinctive role and use in management research: accessing organizational back stages At first sight this definition is similar to three except that it entails specification of what phenomena qualitative methods are especially good at enabling researchers to access in the field. However, it also emphasizes that this utility is a key concern in all management research thereby downplaying the relative utility of quantitative methodologies rather than emphasizing the possibility of methodological rapprochement. Thus, these informants emphasized that qualitative research enables depth of insight . . . into the workings of organizations that you simply do not get from quantitative research (Panel D member), or it is an approach that gets behind the surface of things . . . so that you get a more rounded picture of the issue that you are faced with (Panel B member). Other informants emphasized how, in comparison to quantitative methods, qualitative methods enabled the researcher to access aspects of organizational realities that otherwise would be missed. Examples of this possibility and its importance to management research are illustrated below:
I can get closer to because I can get deeper as compared to sending out a questionnaire, which is usually fairly superficial. If I use ethnography, I get access because I am present where things happen (Panel D member). Hence, the role and relevance of qualitative management research is associated with its perceived success in accessing informal organizational backstages and, significantly, investigating the cultural and symbolic aspects of organizational life. Qualitative management research is thus positioned as relatively superior to quantitative approaches since it enables access to, and fidelity to, key processes pivotal to understanding organizational members' behaviour because, for instance, it tries to grasp complexity . . . by being closer to actual management practice . . . rather than what they say they do (Panel B member). This implies that qualitative management research is seen as an important means of getting past the fronts and evasions (Douglas, 1976) that are taken to characterize formal organizational realities so that access to the various cultural sites that operate in informal organizational "backstages" (Ashworth, 1968; Goffman, 1969; Pettigrew, 1985) becomes possible. The implication here is that quantitative methodologies are incapable of accessing these aspects of organizational life and get fronted out by the "espoused" theories of organizational members without ever getting to members' covert "theories-in-use" that influence what actually goes on in organizations (Argyris et al., 1985) . These issues are seen to be of increasing significance to most areas of management research yet they cannot be readily explored using the experimental and survey methods, which are the hallmark of mainstream quantitative research, because they lack what Denzin (1971) has called "naturalism" as they disturb, rather than preserve for inspection, the organizational settings being investigated. Here, interviewees seem to be alluding to the idea that science must therefore limit itself to the directly observable causes of human behaviour and their effectspreferably using quantitative measures of such phenomena. All that qualitative research can do is provide directions in which to initially look which then must be pursued by using more rigorous and objective quantitative methodologies. This desire to exclude the qualitative, or subjective, whilst privileging the apparently quantifiable, seems to philosophically resonate with Locke's (1988) empiricism where he attempted to sever the connections between science and religion by limiting the former to knowledge that had survived the test of sensory experience. However, according to Locke, our senses can only objectively reproduce what he called primary qualities -size, weight, motion and quantity -and only knowledge that was traceable to these simple, quantifiable, sensations is acceptable to science. All other sensations for Locke had secondary qualities since they varied according to the observer's subjective predilections and therefore could not be used in objective empiricist testing. Of course, much that is quantified in management research would not fit Locke's primary qualities nevertheless the superiority accorded to quantification within this category seems to maintain elements of a philosophical legacy that associates quantification with objectivity.
Category 6: defined in terms of a disposal category Here, qualitative management research is condemned as something that is not compatible with proper management research because it is something which these interviewees perceived as inherently lacking rigour and being unreliable due to its subjective, unsystematic, impressionistic and often anecdotal nature. As one interviewee commented:
I think people often use [the term qualitative] as an excuse for not doing rigorous research (Panel A member).
So by implication, because qualitative research is seen to stand outside what these interviewees perceive as rigorous research, the latter being defined in terms of a monistic preference, it is incisively disposed of as a kind of pseudo-science:
It is a sort of . . . journalism . . . basically unreliable . . . it doesn't give us hard numbers (Panel A member).
In essence, for these interviewees, qualitative research does not match their canons of rigorous research. It is dismissed as idiosyncratic and subjective (Panel A member) and Qualitative management research hence incapable of forming the basis of rigorous scientific analysis that quantitative research provides. Hence, whilst there are clear philosophical similarities with category 5, unlike category 5 qualitative research is perceived as having no role in any scientific enterprise no matter how limited this role might be for those who articulate category 5. In both categories 5 and 6, the model of legitimate management research, and science, which is being tacitly deployed as an epistemological standard appears to derive from methodological monism. For Ross (1991, p. 350 ) methodological monism demands that only natural science methodology can provide objective knowledge and is usually expressed via the deployment of erklaren in social science where human behaviour is conceptualized deterministically: as necessary responses to empirically measurable and manipulable antecedent causes (Outhwaite, 1975) . From such an orientation the observation and testing of theoretical predictions entail the researcher's a priori conceptualization, operationalization and statistical measurement of dimensions of respondents' behaviour. Hence, qualitative methods are either necessarily relegated to some preliminary role in developing hypotheses for testing, or, as in category 6, they are disposed of as irrelevant.
Category 7: qualitative research as what it is not
These informants defined qualitative management research in terms of it not having the aims or characteristics of quantitative research. It appears as something other than, or outside, what is construed as the quantitative mainstream. Here, therefore, qualitative management research becomes an umbrella term for research that is not quantitative -nevertheless what qualitative research actually is in practice, and any underlying rationale, remain penumbranic in this definition hence it seems to be used by default. For instance, in this category qualitative research is perceived as not being about establishing what causes what variables and how variables are actually associated (Panel C member). Alternatively, qualitative management research is something which is not statistically based (Panel B member) which is defining it as the deviant (Panel C member) or uses data that would not be defined as quantitative (Panel B member) . This default definition is not uncommon in the methodological literature. For instance, it resonates with the views of Strauss and Corbin (1998, p. 11) where qualitative research is defined as "any type of research that produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures or other means of quantification".
Category 8: defined in terms of specific data collection techniques
This definition is closely related to that presented in category 7. However, here, qualitative management research defined in terms a collection of non-quantitative research techniques. In this category informants defined qualitative research in terms of an array of specific data collection techniques such as; case study research (Panel D) or in-depth interviews, focus groups, in-depth -probing, semi-structured interviews (Panel D member). However, this listing is divorced from any rationale for using these techniques and there is no recourse to any philosophical or methodological positioning -they are just techniques awaiting use. So in some respects both categories 7 and 8 illustrate how whilst qualitative methods are perceived as alternatives to traditional quantitative methods they are very much perceived merely as an adjunct to quantitative research, rather than forming a distinct perspective based upon different underlying epistemological assumptions or following different research goals.
Discussion
In recent years, qualitative researchers have begun to assert their relevance to management research in spite of the continuing dominance of quantitative approaches and the deployment of increasingly sophisticated statistical techniques. Despite this resurgence, the research reported here demonstrates how there exists a degree of confusion regarding what qualitative management research is since our interviewees define this phenomena in remarkably different ways. Moreover, these varying definitions are used by people who have a significant influence upon the propagation, undertaking and dissemination of qualitative management research.
Here, we have identified eight different, but often interrelated, ways in which interviewees define qualitative management research. The distribution of these categories, as articulated by individuals in stakeholder groups, including non responses to prompts during the semi-structured interviews, is illustrated in Table I .
The variety and incidence of categories indicates how there is a general lack of consensus regarding what qualitative management research might entail, its provenance and its academic status. Whilst there are differences between stakeholder groups in how theses categories are distributed, there seems to be no apparent systematic pattern in these distributions that would suggest the operation of institutional influences upon interviewees' propensities save for the concentration of qualitative researchers (Group D) exclusively in categories 1-4. Meanwhile, most identified categories were articulated by informants from more than one stakeholder group. The key exception here is category 6 which contains informants only from stakeholder group A. However, it is important to note that these informants were not editors of management journals. Rather they come from other institutional backgrounds (e.g. chairs of professional bodies and research funders) whose representatives also appear in other categories. So whist there is little evidence from our data to suggest any systematic relationship between the variable institutional backgrounds of informants and how they variably define and perceive qualitative management research, certain conceptual influences upon this contested terrain can be further explored and their implications for how qualitative research is perceived and evaluated may be discussed.
As we have indicated, most of the definitions and understandings articulated by interviewees also figure in the methodological literature to varying degrees and are traceable to particular currents in that literature. For instance, unlike our first two definitional categories, where the philosophical differences between quantitative and qualitative management research are overtly foregrounded in terms of different orientations towards verstehen and reflexivity, the definitions of qualitative research Thus, the stance articulated in category 3 focuses exclusively upon how qualitative methods are essentially particular techniques which can be taken "off the shelf" with little consideration of the philosophical baggage that might come with them. Despite the evident differences both categories 3 and 4 seem to reflect Seale's (1999a, b) view that rather than focusing upon philosophical disputes our methodological choices should focus upon choosing the most appropriate for pragmatically dealing with specific research questions. Whilst in category 4 qualitative research methods are also presented as a bag of tools to be used for particular research tasks, the key difference with category 3 is the importance in management research it accords to these perceived tasks -to get to what is really going on in organizations -something which quantitative methods are incapable of achieving to any significant degree because they lack naturalism. The methodological primacy accorded to qualitative management research evident in category 4 is lost in category 5 where it is relegated to a junior, exploratory, role prior to the development and deployment of more rigorous and reliable quantitative methods. Hence, the value of qualitative management research becomes limited to contexts where issues or problems are poorly understood. Once clarification of such issues is achieved, the management researcher must turn to using quantitative methods which are perceived as being inherently superior. This relegation of qualitative management research continues at a pace in category 6 where it is disposed of as something which lacks rigour and is inherently inappropriate because it is unscientific being perceived as little more than a disreputable form of anecdotalism that propagates a form of pseudo-science. In categories 7 and 8 we find alternative trajectories in how interviewees define qualitative research. In category 7, qualitative management research is defined by what it is not -that it is research which is not based upon quantifying empirical data whereas in 8, qualitative management research becomes a list of techniques which does not have a clearly articulated purpose or underlying rationale for either their constitution or their deployment. These varying ways in which individuals define qualitative management research is important in that it influences their perceptions about: whether or not it should be done; why it should or should not be done; who does it; what it should look like; and, ultimately how it is judged. Of course it is possible to argue that the variety of definitions in-use is a credit to the rich diversity that can be included under the banner of "qualitative management research". Rather than being a restrictive, or indeed an exclusionary term, there is room for a variety of perspectives and interpretations which could encourage debate and innovation in the area. In part this could reflect the evident diversity in the forms that qualitative management research takes in practice. However, as we have tried to show, embedded in the different definitions articulated by interviewees there are competing philosophical stances which articulate different normative stances on how qualitative management research may be evaluated. This evident variety is problematic as it can engender a sense of confusion which makes such evaluation a precarious process. This is in the sense that often unnoticed and uninterrogated philosophical commitments, expressed as knowledge constituting assumptions (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) , may be inadvertently and inappropriately applied during the evaluation of qualitative management research. The point is that whilst we can never avoid adopting knowledge constituting assumptions in our research, their content and form is a contested terrain where there is no uncontestable position. All we have are different amalgams of ontological and epistemological assumptions which legitimate different approaches to the criteriological evaluation of research (Bochner, 2000; Johnson and Duberley, 2000; Scheurich, 1997) . Such philosophical diversity and struggle are only too evident in the definitions used by those who are stakeholders in management research and reported in this research.
For instance, whilst interviewees' perceptions of the nature of qualitative research are usually traceable to the disagreements that rage in the methodological literature, most of these definitions tend to reflect disagreements that are evident within a neo-empiricist stance or, in some cases, the views of positivists. As has almost become conventional, Alvesson and Deetz (2000, pp. 60-74) use the term neo-empiricist to refer to those management researchers who place a reliance upon qualitative empirical data as capable of ensuring objective truth in a correspondence sense, yet simultaneously reject the positivist norm of testing a priori theory through deploying hypothetico-deductive methods. Instead neo-empiricists rely upon an array of qualitative methods to develop thick descriptions of the patterns in the meanings that actors deploy in making sense of their natural, everyday worlds. It will be evident that there is some irony here since the research reported here corresponds more closely with the neo-empiricist stance than any other reported here. This is not to suggest that all four members of the research team involved in the production of this paper whole-heartedly agree with this stance -especially with regard to its epistemological norms and naturalistic aims. Meanwhile the orientations of critical theorists and postmodernists that are debated in the methodological literature (Kinchloe and McLaren, 1994; Scheurich, 1997) are, to a degree, also implied in interviewee's accounts. This is evident in the case of those interviewees who question the possibility of objectivity on the part of the researcher in their efforts to gain an in depth understanding of people's experiences through verstehen. Such a stance implies social constructionist preferences which could, for instance, derive either from postmodernism or critical theory. The point is that these varying philosophical stances entail the articulation of competing assumptions about truth, human behaviour, representation and reality, etc. (Guba and Lincoln, 1994 ) which implicitly and explicitly present different definitions of management research (Morgan and Smircich, 1980) and directly impact upon evaluation processes (Bochner, 2000; Prasad and Prasad, 2002) . Significantly, such dissensus is not so evident in quantitative research where a tacit philosophical consensus, centred on positivist philosophical assumptions, has limited controversy to disputes about how to most effectively meet agreed quality benchmarks (Schwandt, 1996; Scheurich, 1997) .
Conclusions
It is impossible to have a discussion of qualitative management research without trying to define what we mean by the term or without deploying, no matter how tacitly, a particular conceptualization of the phenomenon. However, as we have found in this research, the term qualitative management research has no generally accepted meaning to an array of important and influential stakeholders. Instead qualitative management research appears as a contested terrain where the usage of the term conjures-up in the perceptions of interviewees competing images, with associated practices, to which diverse connotations are attached. So whilst qualitative management research may have a necessarily "flexible and emergent Qualitative management research character" which makes it simultaneously "particularly difficult to pin down" (Van Maanen, 1998, p. xi) , the evident heterogeneity amongst the influential people we have interviewed suggests considerable differences in how to judge what is perceived as "good" qualitative management research, if indeed any qualitative management research could ever been seen as legitimate according to the perspectives of some informants. Such definitional and evaluation issues are not a trivial matter -particularly for those engaging in qualitative management research whose work is being held to account at various stages of the research process. As we have argued, these differences seem to reflect overt and tacit philosophical disputes that continue to impact upon research praxis and are reflected in much of the methodological literature which interviewees variably drew upon in their definitional engagements. However, this evident diversity might simultaneously mean confusion which in itself could constitute a significant barrier to enhancing the status, availability and quality of qualitative management research. Indeed, as illustrated in this research and noted elsewhere (Patton, 1990; Snape and Spencer, 2003) , qualitative researchers' own philosophical and procedural diversity could mean that they collude in their own downfall since their own dissensus militates against the development of a unified methodological stance that may be easily recognized by others. A unified methodological stance could conceivably encourage better comprehension, by key stakeholders, of its potential contribution to the management disciplines, of what it should entail and increase the likelihood of its wider acceptance as a viable modus operandi. However, as Van Maanen (1995) has noted, in a related but somewhat different context, such a convergence could result in a "technocratic unimaginativeness" that would drive out tolerance of the unorthodox and reduce our opportunities to learn from one another. Moreover, coming to such an "agreement" and thereby excluding particular philosophical and procedural stances would itself be a precarious ontological, epistemological, moral and political process fraught with dilemmas and contradictions: who wins, who loses, which philosophies are acceptable or unacceptable, and on what basis? An alternative to attempting to engender such conformity, which could be construed as ultimately arbitrary in philosophical terms and hence unsustainable, is to accept diversity as an inevitable, and indeed necessary, expression of philosophical dispute. However, this makes it important to avoid any possible confusion by encouraging mutual understanding and dialogue by surfacing, disentangling and critically examining the different definitions and meanings often at play when the issue of qualitative management research is raised. This agenda, in turn, requires all management researchers to surface and critically examine the philosophical commitments they and others are inevitably making when they try to make sense of and judge qualitative management research. Fair evaluation can only take place within the epistemological and ontological stance of those being evaluated and therefore the philosophical preferences of those doing the judging must be simultaneously suspended. Indeed, the perspectives articulated by those who have participated in this research could inform this very process as it would require a critical engagement by management researchers with the various ways in which qualitative management research is perceived by various stakeholders that excavates why these perspectives arise. Such a critique must investigate the variable philosophical reasoning that underpins different stances and consider the implications of those frameworks for research practice and evaluation. Confronting and reflecting upon the various philosophical stances expressed in qualitative management research specifically, and management research generally, together with how they impact upon research evaluation, could enhance both self-understanding and understanding of the "other". We hope that this paper contributes to encouraging such reflexivity and dialogue in management research. Anna Buehring is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Business Information Technology, Manchester Metropolitan University Business School. Her research interests relate to the notions of IT and transformational change in organisations, the practices of information sharing and knowledge management and how these can be understood from the perspectives of the "social shaping of technology" and "technologies in use" and to research methods. She has previously worked on research projects funded by the Department of Health, in relation to information technology in the NHS, and on an ESRC-funded project investigating qualitative research in management. E-mail: a.buehring@mmu.ac.uk Catherine Cassell is Professor of Occupational Psychology at Manchester Business School. She has a long-term interest in the use of qualitative methods in organizational and management research and has published three edited texts with Gillian Symon in this field. She is also inaugural Joint Editor of the journal Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An International Journal. E-mail: catherine.cassell@mbs.ac.uk.
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